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came into being. John G. Neihardt (1881-1973) was an epic poet and short-story writer whose subject was America during the period of Western expansion. Neihardt did not intend to write Black Elk Speaks when he first contacted Black Elk in August 1930, but was instead collecting material for his poetic magnum opus, A Cycle of the West. He had already published three of the eventual five books of the cycle and was working on The Song of the Messiah, which describes the effect of the Ghost Dance on the Sioux and the events at Wounded Knee in 1890. The poet and his son went to Pine Ridge, South Dakota, in the hopes of finding an old medicine man who might be willing to talk about the Ghost Dance (1979:xv) . Neihardt learned of Black Elk from the agentin-charge at Pine Ridge, who told him that Black Elk had been important in the Ghost Dance. Neihardt found a translator, Flying Hawk, and the group set off to try their luck with Black Elk. The poet was aware that he would need luck, for the knowledge of a holy man was traditionally considered sacred, and not shared with outsiders.
The significant cross-cultural aspects of the collaboration between Neihardt and Black Elk that produced Black Elk Speaks are immediately evident in Neihardt's accounts of his initial meeting with Black Elk. To begin with, Black Elk impressed his visitors by appearing to be expecting them. This and similar experiences convinced Neihardt that Black Elk had "supernormal powers" (1979:xvii).1 Neihardt was conversant enough with Sioux culture to have brought cigarettes, and the group smoked together, thus establishing the appropriate context for the meeting. According to Neihardt, Black Elk announced that he could feel in Neihardt a strong will to know the things of the other world and that a spirit standing behind Neihardt had compelled him to come so that Black Elk could teach him ( 2 Brumble's larger position is that accounts like Neihardt's are essentially rationalizations for the use or exploitation of Indian sacred materials in literature, and are hence always suspect (1980) . This position leads Brumble to deny that Black Elk took the initiative in the initial meeting with Neihardt, and ultimately to imply that Black Elk did not take an active role in the collaboration at all (1981:29). I argue instead that Neihardt's account in itself is plausible, when considered in the context of Lakota cultural conventions, and that Black Elk indeed had a genuine and comprehensible theological motive for collaborating with Neihardt and was not merely a passive "informant."
3 Opagi (he fills the pipe) refers to the custom of commissioning a ritual by taking a filled pipe (or, in modern times, a cigarette) to the holy man. The smoking of the pipe by the holy man is a binding contract to perform the service requested (Twiss: 15; Kemnitzer, 1970:51). Walker (1979:63) describes this use of the pipe to obtain a mentor for the Sun Dance, indicating that the pipe was probably used to contract master/disciple relationships of the sort that pertained between Black Elk and Neihardt.
"Smoke first. Cannunpa." . . After they had smoked Plenty Wolf asked the boy what was troubling him.(38)
It is important to realize that Plenty Wolf is not necessarily claiming literal precognition, but is instead continuing the traditional dialogue initiated by the proper ritual greetings. The intention of this dialogue, and indeed the intention of the entire Yuwipi ritual, is to relate the client's actions to the traditional values of Lakota religion.4 This ritual dialogue thus serves both to establish and to confirm the proper relationship of the holy man to the person seeking his services and to the powers of the other world. As Harold H. Oliver's studies in the hermeneutic of myth have shown, the intention of mythical speech is "relational," not "referential" (1980, 1981:182-84) .5 Thus understood, Plenty Wolf's speech does not mean "there exist spirits who informed me of your arrival" (referential), but rather "your coming is appropriate" (relational). Since right relationship is perhaps the central principle of native American, and especially Sioux, religion (Brown: 32), it is not surprising that the Lakota holy man speaks in such a way as to place his transaction with his client, the person seeking his aid or instruction, in a relational (sacred) context, by relating their actions to the other world of the spirits.
Powers's modern ethnography thus confirms several significant aspects of Neihardt's account of his initial meeting with Black Elk. Both holy men "seem to know" that their visitors are coming and both speak of spirit presences-one with a laugh that acknowledges the referential absurdity of such speech.6 In both cases, cigarettes are smoked before serious discussion begins, to establish right relationship through ritual. Since Powers is reporting on the contracting of a Yuwipi ritual, and not a master/disciple relationship, the parallels between Plenty Wolf's and Black Elk's actions end at this point. But these parallels indicate that Neihardt's reports are ethnographically credible, making his unfortunately fragmentary accounts of his initiation one of the best available 4 For anthropological interpretations of the intention of Yuwipi, see Powers (1982:5-19) and Kemnitzer (1976) .
5 "The world of myth is pre-subjective/objective ... the most accurate descriptive term to characterize it is 'relational.' That is to say: its message is not that the beings of the narrative exist, or existed, independently of each other, whether men or gods; it is rather that their existence was a co-existence. The beings, human and divine, are 'character-izations' in a relational drama" (1981:183). I have here extended Oliver's insight that myths and statements of belief based on them intend to "image reality as relatedness" (1980:78) as applying to the intentionality of religious ritual as well. idea here to be the specific plan of the book that Neihardt goes on to describe. This transcript embodies Neihardt's perspective on the collaboration; the preface purports to describe Black Elk's. The apparent contradiction between the two is ameliorated when this is borne in mind, although Neihardt's account cannot be taken uncritically in all details. For instance, the contradiction on the point of who suggested the date for the interviews (1979:xviii) remains, although it is possible that Neihardt was confirming or altering an arrangement already made with Black Elk. 10 "At various times Black Elk began melancholy over the thought that at last we had given away his great feast, and once exceeding to me 'Now I have given you my vision that I have never given to anyone before and with out I have given you my power. Black Elk Speaks) that clearly expresses the communal nature of Black Elk's intention in collaborating with Neihardt. This ceremony both reveals Black Elk's deeper motives for collaborating on the book and indicates that he held high hopes for its success. The group was looking across the Badlands toward the Black Hills when Black Elk expressed the hope that the book would cause the sacred tree of his vision to flower for both the Lakotas and the whites:
The more I talk about these things the more I think of old times and it makes me feel sad, but I hope that we can make the tree bloom for your children and for mine. We know each other now and from now on we will be like relatives and we have been that sofar, but we will think of that deeply and set that remembrance down deep in our hearts not just thinly, but deeply in our hearts it should be marked. From here we can see the Black Hills and the high peak to which I was taken to see the whole world and showed me the good things and when I think of that, it was hopeless it seems before I saw you, but here you came. Somehow the spirits have made you come to revive the tree that never bloomed. We see here the strange lands of the world and on this side you see the greenness of the world and down there the wideness of the world. The colors of the earth. And you will set them in your mind. This is my land. Someday we'll be here again; thus I will do a little prayer before we go home and you will have that down in your heart that you will make a success out of this. (Neihardt, 1931: Folder NR26, 96) Black Elk goes on to say that he will name this section of land "Remembrance Butte" so that these things will be remembered when the land is given to his children. Neihardt and his daughters then stood on one side and Ben Black Elk on the other, to represent the transmission of Black Elk's vision and sacred knowledge from the Lakota world to the white world. Black Elk then prayed for the success of the book and for peace and understanding between the Lakotas and the whites:
Hey-a-a-hey. Hey-a-a-hey. Hey-a-a-hey. Hey-a-a-hey. Grandfather, the Great Spirit, behold us on earth, the two-leggeds. The flowering stick that you have given to me has not bloomed and my people are in despair. To where the sun goes down to the six grandfathers where you have placed them, thus guarding the whole universe and the guidance of all beings. And to the center of the earth you have set a sacred stick that should bloom, but it failed. But, nevertheless, grandfathers, behold it and guide us, you have beheld us. I, myself, Black Elk and my nephew, Mr. Neihardt. Thus the tree may bloom. Oh, hear me, Grandfathers, and help us, that our generation in the future will live and walk the Good Road with the flowering stick to success. Also, the pipe of peace we will offer it as we walk the Good Road to success. Hear me, and hear our plea. (1931: Folder NR26, 97).
Black Elk expressed the same wish in his final ritual on Harney Peak.
After beseeching the Grandfathers to hear his voice and make the sacred tree flower, Black Elk offered the pipe in behalf of both Lakotas and whites: "Grandfathers, behold this pipe. In behalf of my children and also my nephews' children I offer this pipe, that we may see many happy days" (1931: Folder NR26, 100).
These rituals, in addition to expressing Black Elk's hope that his teaching would help the Lakotas and whites walk the Good Road of peace together, express the great responsibility now devolving on Neihardt. Black Elk hoped that by giving his power vision to Neihardt, the traditional religion and lifeways of the Lakotas would be respected by all people, and the sacred tree would thus flower in the new context of the world in which both Lakotas and whites must live together. These rituals thus reflect the way in which traditional societies control the use of sacred knowledge, by restricting its use to responsible parties bound by ties of kinship, discipleship, and religious obligation.14 In addition to the information he had come to gain, Neihardt had new ties of kinship to the Oglalas, of discipleship to Black Elk, and of religious obligation to the Grandfathers, all binding him to a sensitive and appropriate use of Lakota sacred materials.
But what was the proper use of this material in the very different cultural context of English literature? Black Elk could tell Neihardt of his hopes for the book, but he could not tell him how to realize them in the different context of literate expression. Enid Neihardt had taken extensive shorthand notes of the interviews, and she quickly provided Neihardt with a typescript (1931). Neihardt thus had an accurate record of Black Elk's words, as translated by Ben Black Elk. The major decision Neihardt had to make was how to shape this material most effectively. Neihardt could have published the transcript more or less verbatim, in the manner of ethnographic interviews, but as a literary man, Neihardt was not sympathetic with ethnography.15 So his first decision was tacit: Black Elk Speaks would be literature, not ethnography. Neihardt could have chosen to cast the work in the form of either biography or autobiography, since he wished to set Black Elk's life story in the context of the 14 J. R. Walker comments, "When it was deemed that I was sufficiently instructed relative to the customs, usages, and ceremonies of the Oglalas I was required to dance the Holy Dance with the holy men. This was considered as obligating me to hold as sacred the mystic lore of the holy men and then they taught it to me" (1980:48). 15 Neihardt refers to Mooney's work on the Ghost Dance negatively, saying that Wovoka's story was "numerically investigated for the Government and care as much as a pully option investigator could be expected" and that "if I do not write the story of Wovoka it will never be known truthfully, and I think the truth should be told about this man" (Letter to Putnam, 13 August 1935). At another point, Neihardt says, in reference to Black Elk's vision, "it is a faction that none of the ethnologists know anything about this Indian masterpiece" (Letter to Morrow, 21 June 1931).
Indian Wars. Neihardt's decision to write in the first person, to tell Black Elk's life story as autobiography, is responsible for much of the power of the book. But this decision also introduced another cross-cultural factor, since autobiography, unlike biography, clearly implies that the point of view on the life being told is that of the speaker (Black Elk), not the collaborator.16 The reader of Black Elk Speaks is thus dependent on Neihardt's integrity and cross-cultural sensitivity, for Black Elk was not in a position to read and correct the manuscript before publication, as is usual in "as told to" autobiography. Neihardt was aware of these problems, but he was clearly confident that he understood Black Elk's intentions and faithfully mediated them to the white reader, despite the creative function he necessarily performed in the collaboration: The repeated "thus" shows that Black Elk has continued confidence in the ritual process and continued hope and trust in the traditional values of Lakota religion. In this ritual, Black Elk is continuing his vision-given 24 As Schwarz points out, in the Lakota tradition, the wica3sa wakan was the person most suited to respond to theological crisis: "The holy man has a 'vision' of the world-its nature, its history, and its destiny-and a sense of humanity's place within that scheme. Through that vision, the holy man can hope to solve problems for which the tradition offers no ready-made solutions. The wicasa wakan is thus the theoretician-the theologian-of the Plains religion" (53). There is no doubt that this is sufficient to ensure that Black Elk Speaks will retain a permanent place in the canon of American literature. But there is good reason to doubt that it is sufficient to satisfy the demands of a pan-Indian theological canon. It is not only that Neihardt disagrees with Black Elk on the interpretation of the Ghost Dance or on the viability of the traditional Lakota lifeways, for Neihardt's negative judgment on these aspects of Black Elk's faith may well be shared by future native American theologians. The deeper discontinuity between Neihardt and Black Elk is expressed in their disparate attitudes toward ritual. As this paper has shown, Black Elk's theology is expressed in ritual, while Neihardt's is expressed in the medium of literary symbolism that the Ghost Dance was not entirely forgotten at that time: "The evidence of the existence of the ghost dance and its results has entirely disappeared, although in a few instances, early last spring, it was discovered that ghost shirts were being made and wild talk was indulged in by a few 'brave medicine men.' Prompt action, however, with solitary confinement and compulsory work for a short time, effectively checked any movements in that direction" (United States Bureau of Indian Affairs: 460). and narrative. Neihardt found it possible to accept that Black Elk possessed supernormal power, but he found it impossible to accept that Black Elk's rituals had power, for the relational meaning of ritual, and its transforming power, was largely lost on Neihardt. The intention of Black Elk's ritual giving of his vision to Neihardt was to "make the tree flower." The message of Black Elk Speaks, on the other hand, is that the tree is dead. The deepest and most essential changes Neihardt made in the editing of the transcript express this conviction and suppress Black Elk's continued faith in the efficacy of Lakota ritual. This fact reveals the essential difference between the Gospels and Black Elk Speaks that renders the parallel between them invalid. The Gospels express the conviction of the Christian community that though the master is dead, his teaching and real presence are alive in the ritual process of the community of faith. In Black Elk Speaks, the master lives on, but the ritual process is dead. Neihardt is thus not Black Elk's evangelist, but his tragic poet, and the tragic poet of Indian religion and culture.
Black Elk Speaks is a great work of American literature and a classic interpretation of the plight of the American Indian. But it is well to recognize that it is an interpretation. In using Black Elk Speaks in the study of Lakota history, culture, and religion, we must distinguish between the information it gives us on the religion of the Lakotas, and Neihardt's own judgment on the validity and viability of this religion. To understand these matters from the inside, Americanists need to turn to the original Black Elk interviews, to The Sacred Pipe, to the documents collected by J. R. Walker (1980), and to the work of contemporary Lakota holy men, such as Lame Deer, Plenty Wolf, and Fools Crow. But doing so does not mean that Black Elk Speaks does not retain an important place in the study of native American religion. As a work of art, the book is a valuable portrait of an eminent Lakota wicala wakan and a record of the effect his teaching had on an eminent American poet. J. R. Walker's infinitely more careful and scientific questioning of his informants does not reveal their personalities, or the effect of their beliefs on his own life and thought. The aims of art are not the aims of science. In order to affirm Neihardt's achievement, it is not necessary to subscribe to a theory of "transcendent truth" that makes it superfluous to come to grips with the theological differences between Black Elk and Neihardt. It is only necessary to see that Black Elk Speaks is a work of art, not a work of ethnography or religious scholarship, and that as such, in addition to its intrinsic merit, it provides us with a unique and personal perspective on Black Elk and native American religion that supplements the information available from more scholarly reports.
